ABSTRACT
ing the 1980s and early 1990s as professionals, business leaders, and politicians, as well as parents and other laypersons, have increasingly called for improving the quality of education at all levels. A number of national commissions and reports have been particularly strident in their support for major changes in the system (e.g., National Coalition of Advocates for Students, 1985; National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). A central focus of many of these criticisms was an increased commitment to educational rigor. Specifically, reformers called for the need to raise standards and increase accountability, heighten expectations for student performance, increase instructional time through efficient usage and/or extended school years, reform and restructure teacher education, promote home-school partnerships, and encourage communities to hold schools more accountable (Michaels, 1988; Westbury, 1984) .
During the mid-1980s, paralleling the reform movement in general education, a reform movement in special education also began in earnest due to urgent calls for the integration of students with disabilities into general education classes. Specifically, the Regular Education Initiative (REI) (Will, 1986 ) and more recently the inclusion movement (National Association of School Boards of Education [NASBE], 1992) have increased the likelihood that students with disabilities will receive a significant portion or all of their instruction in general education classrooms.
As the purpose of this research study was exploratory in nature, focus groups (also known as focused-group interviews or group interviews) were selected as the primary method of data collection. A focus group, or group interview, typically involves 5 to 10 individuals who have been carefully screened and who meet in an open, nonthreatening setting to engage in a discussion on a predetermined topic (Krueger, 1988) . Focus group participants are generally carefully screened according to preset criteria. Focus groups are conducted by a skilled interviewer who helps keep the discussion on track.
Focus group methodology has been used to investigate a diverse array of topics in studies of business, government, the military, and education. Focus groups have been found useful in gaining greater insight into the attitudes, perceptions, and beliefs individuals hold on certain issues; however, they are not useful in obtaining in-depth information on a particular topic from an individual (Krueger, 1988) . Focus groups are useful in strategic planning, needs assessment, and program evaluation activities. In addition, focus groups can provide useful data on new research topics, are useful in identifying important constructs and hypotheses to study, and are particularly helpful as a forerunner to quantitative research (Frey & Fontana, 1993 ; Fuller, Edwards, Vorakitphokatorn, & Sermsri, 1993; Morgan & Krueger, 1993) . Because of its potential value in examining a relatively unstudied area, a focus group research methodology was used in the present study.
METHOD

Subjects and Subject Selection
Subjects for this study were 15 parents of students with mild disabilities, 14 special education teachers of students with mild disabilities, and 14 classroom teachers who taught students with mild disabilities in their classes. The subjects were parents or teachers of 5th-through 12th-grade students from various school districts in the northern Illinois area; all volunteered to participate in the study.
Parents, classroom teachers, and special education teachers were recruited from several school districts by contacting them directly via mail or through a mutual contact. Three school districts were contacted to obtain lists of parents of students with disabilities, classroom teachers, and special education teachers. All three school districts provided mailing lists, which resulted in a total of 310 parents, 417 classroom teachers, and 137 special education teachers. Then, all parents, classroom teachers, and special education teachers received (a) a letter explaining the purpose of the study and requesting their participation, and (b) a questionnaire requesting information on some screening questions (e.g., grade level and disability of students). Of the 310 parents, 417 classroom teachers, and 137 special education teachers contacted, 73 parents, 68 classroom teachers, and 37 special education teachers agreed to participate in the study. As the number of special education teachers who agreed to participate in the study was small, additional special education teachers were recruited by asking mutual contacts to nominate potential participants. This resulted in another 12 special education teachers from various school districts agreeing to participate in the study.
Parents, classroom teachers, and special education teachers who volunteered for the study were screened and selected for participation in the focus groups according to specific criteria. The participants had to be (a) parents or teachers of students with mild disabilities, (b) parents or teachers of 5th-through 12th-grade students (as homework begins to play a larger part in the schooling of older compared to younger students), (c) parents or teachers of students who were currently being mainstreamed into academic classes in which homework was assigned (e.g., math, English, history), and (d) dissatisfied with communicating with parents and/or teachers about homework in mainstream classes.
Focus Groups
Nine focus groups were conducted: three with parents, three with classroom teachers, and three with special education teachers. Each focus group included 4 to 7 participants and was approximately IV2 to 2 hours in length. The focus groups were conducted by four individuals trained in conducting and moderating focus groups. Each focus group was conducted by any two of these four individuals, with one person assuming a lead role as the moderator and the other person serving as a co-moderator. All focus groups were tape-recorded.
Focus group questions were derived from previous exploratory research, in which open-ended surveys and indepth individual interviews were conducted to study the impact of homework on students with disabilities and their families (Jayanthi et al., 1992 ; see Note 1). Two types of focus group questions were asked of participants: primary questions and follow-up questions. Two primary questions were asked of all participants: The first related to problems with the homework-communication process, and the second concerned expectations with respect to the roles in the homework-communication process. Follow-up probe questions were asked only when more details had to be elicited from the participants. A focus group script was developed to provide consistency in what was being said and done across groups and across moderators. For example, the script included, but was not limited to, information regarding the purpose of the project, the specific tasks of the focus group participants, and roles of the moderator and the co-moderator.
Seven pilot focus groups were held, six with university students majoring in special education and one with par-ents of students with disabilities. These pilots helped refine the focus group questions and script and provided the four individuals who were responsible for conducting the focus groups with additional training.
Analysis of Focus Group Data
The focus group data were analyzed in two phases: analysis of data from each focus group and analysis of data across focus groups. In the first phase, the transcribed data from each focus group were analyzed by both the moderator and the co-moderator of that particular group. This double coding, or analysis by two coders, not only clarifies the interpretation of the data but also affords an opportunity to conduct a reliability check (Miles & Huberman, 1984) . The first-phase analysis was carried out in three stages. In the first stage, both the moderator and the co-moderator developed a preliminary list of problems and expectations from the notes taken during the focus group. In the second stage, both the moderator and the co-moderator independently coded the transcript using the preliminary list of problems and expectations as a reference. Subsequently, each came up with a list of problems and expectations, which was essentially a modified version of the preliminary list. In the third stage, the moderator and the co-moderator met to compare the lists of problems and expectations they had generated independently and to reach consensus on all problems and expectations that each of them had identified.
In the second phase, data from all nine focus groups were summarized by two of the four individuals responsible for conducting the focus groups. Then, the summarized data were compared and contrasted for similarities and dissimilarities, with the intention of identifying themes to sort and categorize the problems and expectations. Finally, the sorted problems and expectations were arranged and displayed under these themes.
Intercoder Agreement
In order to strengthen the accuracy of the findings, intercoder agreement or reliability (Miles & Huberman, 1984) was obtained on the identification of problems and expectations. Reliability data were obtained on three randomly selected focus groups: one parent focus group, one classroom teacher focus group, and one special education teacher focus group. Intercoder agreement was performed by one of the four individuals who did not take part in conducting and coding these randomly selected focus groups. Intercoder agreement was calculated separately for problems and expectations, using the following percentage agreement formula: number of agreements divided by the number of agreements plus the number of disagreements times 100. The mean reliability was 91% (range = 75%-100%) for problems and 92% (range = 87%-100%) for expectations.
Fidelity of Focus Group Procedures
In order to be certain that all focus groups were being conducted in a consistent manner, the co-moderator during each focus group collected data on the implementation of the focus group procedures. Fidelity of focus group procedures was based on a checklist of 32 items reflecting whether the moderator adhered to the focus group script and whether the moderator asked the two primary questions. Fidelity of focus group procedures was calculated using the following formula: the number of items performed correctly divided by the total number of items times 100. Fidelity of focus group procedures was 99% (range = 97%-100%) for parent groups, 99% (range = 97%-100%) for classroom teacher groups, and 100% for special education teacher groups; the overall fidelity of focus group procedures across all groups was 99%.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
In this section, the homework-communication problems and expectations generated by parents, classroom teachers, and special education teachers are presented and discussed. In general, the findings that are highlighted in the text represent opinions and thoughts that (a) were echoed by many participants both within and across focus groups, (b) showed intensity of emotions and feelings, (c) epitomized a more complex, subtle underlying problem, or (d) had far-reaching implications.
All participants identified several major homeworkcommunication problems. In addition, they identified five areas of contributing factors for these problems. In the ensuing sections, the major homework-communication problems are presented and discussed first; then, the factors contributing to the problems are delineated and discussed.
Homework-Communication Problems
The participant groups identified six major homeworkcommunication problems. These involved initiation, frequency, timing, consistency, follow through, and clarity and usefulness of communication. These six problems as perceived by parents, classroom teachers, and special education teachers are shown in Table 1. PROBLEMS WITH INITIATING COMMUNICATION. Failure to initiate communication was identified as a problem by all participant groups. Both classroom teachers and special education teachers indicated that some parents did not take the initiative to communicate by phone or in person, even when opportunities such as open houses, meetings, and conferences were provided for parent-teacher interaction. Both groups of teachers felt that this was more true of parents of students with disabilities than of parents where they lacked knowledge, understanding, and/or awareness. These areas concerned (a) students; (b) teacher roles, responsibilities, and expectations; (c) expectations and standards of the general education program; (d) homework requirements; (e) general education classes; (f) using special education teachers' services; (g) mainstreaming and communication practices; and (h) whom to communicate with. An in-depth explanation of these eight areas is presented in Table 3 .
Of these eight areas, five areas will be discussed in the ensuing paragraphs because they evoked particularly strong Another area where parents and classroom teachers lacked awareness concerned whom to contact at home or at school. Parents were not sure with whom they were supposed to communicate when contacting the schoolthe classroom teacher, the special education teacher, or someone else. One parent voiced the opinion of most parents: "Then there's a problem of who do I contact? I think when your child goes into special education, the parents should be told, This is your contact person, if there's a problem go to the classroom teacher.' There should be some guidelines as to just exactly which one of these many people you call first." Similarly, classroom teachers were also not always sure about whom to contact while communicating with students' parents. As one classroom teacher said, "I became aware that [the parents] were divorced, that the mother had custody of the kid and that she was just livid with me because I was giving the father information about the son. But nobody bothered to tell me that was going on . . . you talk about lack of communication and not knowing, you sometimes get into that and not knowing who the custodial parent is or if there's a problem there, not knowing the family situation."
Both classroom teachers and special education teachers felt that they lacked knowledge and awareness about each other's roles, responsibilities, and expectations. Questions such as the following were raised by both general and special education teachers: "Is the classroom teacher or the special education teacher responsible for the mainstream student?" "Should the classroom teacher or the special education teacher contact the parent if a problem arises?" "What does the classroom teacher, the special education teacher, and/or the parent expect from me?" As one classroom teacher said, "I don't know that all of us would know what the set procedure was in this school. I think there would be many people here who would wait for the special education teacher to contact classroom teachers, and special education teachers identified particular attitudes, abilities, and behaviors as leading to homework-communication problems. These attitudes, abilities, and behaviors as perceived by the participant groups are described in Table 4 .
One problem that was similar across all participant groups concerned students' interference with communication between parents and teachers. Student behaviors such as intercepting communication (e.g., phone calls, letters) and losing written communication (e.g., notes) were believed to have led to less communication; further, parents and teachers felt that other student behaviors, such as lying or failing to give parents and teachers accurate information, led to less accurate communication between parents and teachers. As one parent said, "My son forged my signature, forged his teacher's signature last year, and got away with it. And it was all over homework." In the case of this parent, this communication problem carried over into the future and further decreased the parent's satisfaction with communication; the teacher thereafter made a judgment about communication with the family concerning the second child in the family. As the parent described the situation, "This year the words out of the teacher's mouth were, well after the history that I had last year with your family, I don't think [written communication is] going to help this year." Teachers make prejudgments about students and their families after hearing teacher gossip.
Teachers are unwilling to communicate about homework.
• of parents SPED have to communicate cautiously with GED as GED are less willing to accept mainstreaming.
SPED do not wish to call parents after leaving school.
GED rarely say something good.
GED do not respond at all to the communication requests of SPED.
Parents are "dysfunctional," "defensive," dislike school and/or teachers, deny their child's problems, have given up on their children, are controlled by their children, and/or do not expect students to bring homework home.
Parents do not want to communicate with school, are angry with school or a teacher, do not care about homework, are not interested in homework, and/or do not respond to school's attempts to communicate.
Communicating with parents who are "low functioning," who cannot read or write, who do not speak English, and/or who do not know how to communicate (demeanor) is problematic.
Students intercept teacher mail at home.
• of students Students intercept mail or calls at home and lie to parents about homework.
Communicating with parents who are "low functioning" or who do not know how to help students with homework is problematic.
Communication problems arise as students lose notes and do not take books or handouts home.
Communication problems arise as students lose notes, homework, and books sent home with them.
Communication problems arise as students do not take notes or handouts home, do not fill out assignment book correctly, and/or do not communicate information accurately to parents.
Another problem mentioned by all participant groups was unwillingness to communicate. Interestingly, while parents and teachers rarely described themselves as being unwilling to communicate, they perceived others as being unwilling to communicate. This unwillingness sometimes resulted in less communication, and in turn to less satisfaction with the communication process. As one parent said, "I never heard from one teacher. Not one word of concern.
Nobody. Now what does that tell me as a parent? Nobody cares." Unwillingness to communicate was interpreted by many parents as a lack of caring for the child. Some parents also spoke very movingly about how they felt when teachers did not care and did not value parent opinions. As one parent put it, "Nobody listens. Table 5 .
Classroom teachers and special education teachers had opposite perceptions of what was expected of them with respect to communicating with parents. For example, echoing the feelings of several classroom teachers, one classroom teacher said: "For some strange reason, [special education teachers] don't seem to want parents to contact us first, or they seem to want everything to be channeled through them. And I guess I am just uncomfortable with that because ultimately I know it's going to come back to me; it is my responsibility when they are in my class and I guess I feel a sense of responsibility as a classroom teacher to have that contact." This opinion was restated by another classroom teacher: "Avery big problem for me is that some of the LD [learning disabilities] staff that I work with feel that I should not talk to the parents and that they should Perceptions regarding
• students Teachers expect students to take more responsibility, while parents feel otherwise.
• parents GED expect students to take homework home, while parents do not expect the same.
Parents have lower expectations of special education students than GED do.
GED expect parents to work with students at home, while parents do not wish to do so.
Parents want students to have more homework to keep them busy, but SPED feel this turns into a punishing situation for students.
Parents want SPED (not students) to be responsible for the assignment books, and gathering homework and information from the mainstream class, while they feel otherwise.
• teachers SPED have more time to communicate than GED. In addition, parents and teachers had different expectations regarding student responsibilities for homework; for example, classroom teachers expected students to take homework home while parents did not; parents wanted special education teachers (not students) to gather all the information on homework in mainstream classes, whereas teachers felt otherwise. Expressing disagreement over some parents' expectations of students, one classroom teacher remarked, "[Parents] feel that a lot of exceptions should be made for their students and that we should excuse some things." Similarly, recounting a disagreement she had with a parent, another classroom teacher said Table 6 . Two of these contributing factors that were frequently mentioned by parents and teachers will be discussed further in the following paragraphs.
One contributing factor of homework-communication problems relates to the difficulties teachers experience in using telephones to communicate with parents. Both special education teachers and classroom teachers felt that it was difficult to make or receive calls from school because (a) they cannot be reached easily when they are in their classrooms, (b) open telephone lines are not available, (c) long distance calls are not possible, (d) messages get lost or delayed, and/or (e) some families have no phone at home. For example, one special education teacher remarked, "A bigger problem sometimes is that we are not capable of communicating because there is no telephone [at home]." Another special education teacher had a similar opinion: "I [work in an area that is of] a low socioeconomic class and I am finding that it's often very difficult to communicate with parents because they don't have a telephone." These comments are analogous to some of the thoughts that parents expressed on this issue. One frequent complaint from parents was that it was very difficult to contact teachers by phone, and that teachers were not returning their calls. This issue is reflected in the following angry parent's comment: "[I make] numerous phone calls to school asking questions and [they do not get] answered."
Another contributing factor of homework-communication problems relates to the increase or carryover of communication problems from grade to grade. Both parents and teachers felt that communication problems among parents, teachers, and students increased or carried over from elementary to middle to high school. Some classroom teachers felt that this was due to the increase in the number of mainstreamed students that were assigned to them in higher grades, as well as to the fact that assignment books were required in the earlier grades but not in the later grades. Another reason seems to be related to teacher reliance on student participation in the communication process. For example, one classroom teacher said, "I put a lot of responsibility on the kids and I have very little communication, if any, with parents." Still another reason seems to be related to students completing their home-
